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Society: New Books

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF SAMUEL ARNOLD,
A LINCOLN CONSPIRATOR *
by ALBERT C. MANUCY

Here is exciting reading. Charles F. Heartman,
well-known to bibliophiles, has in this volume edited
and published two little-known manuscripts which
throw additional light on the conspiracy to assassinate President Lincoln, the trial of the conspirators, and prison life at Florida’s historic Fort
Jefferson as well.
One of the manuscripts is Samuel Arnold’s statement of his part in the conspiracy, written at Fort
Jefferson in December 1867. The other, written in
1904, is an “autobiographical defense”, detailing
Arnold’s relations with Booth and the other conspirators and his prison experiences and observations.
After the murder of the President by John Wilkes
Booth in Ford’s Theatre, April 15, 1865, Sam
Arnold and seven other alleged confederates of
Booth were arrested. Four of them were hanged.
Arnold, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd and Michael O’Laughlin were committed to life imprisonment at hard
labor. The eighth man, Edward Spangler, received
a six-year labor term. The penitentiary selected to
hold these “state prisoners” was the already notorious fort in the Dry Tortugas islands off the gulf
coast of Florida. There O’Laughlin died in a yellow
fever epidemic ; Mudd and Arnold were pardoned
after four years of imprisonment; Spangler served
*Samuel Bland Arnold, Defense and Prison Experiences of a
Lincoln Conspirator. Statements and Autobiographical Notes.
(The Book Farm. Hattiesburg, Mississippi, 1943). Heartman’s Historical Series, Number 66. 133pp. $12.00.
Charles F. Heartman, editor and publisher of the volume, is
a member of the Florida Historical Society and has presented a
copy of the volume to our library.
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his term, then lived out the rest of his life on Dr.
Mudd’s Maryland farm.
Arnold had been one of Booth’s earliest recruits.
It is not generally known that the conspiracy at first
involved, not the assassination of the President, but
his abduction and removal to Richmond as a hostage
in order to force an exchange of prisoners of war.
Confederate military ranks were seriously depleted,
and Booth easily convinced Arnold, who had fought
for the Confederacy, that patriotism was inherent
in the venture. But before the original plans could
be carried out, the situation changed. Another plan
developed in Booth’s fertile mind. The President
would be kidnapped from Ford’s Theatre. To
Arnold, this was a harebrained scheme. He wrote
Booth urging him to abandon it. That fateful letter
fell into the hands of the authorities and proved to
be one of the strongest bits of evidence against Sam
Arnold.
Arnold claimed that his association with the conspiracy ended several weeks before the crime was
committed, and that he had no knowledge whatsoever of the plan to kill Lincoln. The claim is fairly
well supported by the evidence set forth. His further insistence that imprisonment was unjust, however, is open to question. In a like situation today,
an admitted conspirator against established government would probably receive a similarly heavy
penalty.
The book is written in remarkable detail. It begins with a diatribe on the membership and qualifications of the military body before whom the conspirators were arraigned-a military commission
which in Arnold’s typical phraseology becomes a
“Military Inquisition”. There is a short summary
of Arnold’s early life. Then, after his fateful meeting with Booth in Baltimore, September 1864,
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Arnold sets down the story of his activities until
the final release from prison in 1869. He pens an
illuminating description of the accomplished Booth,
and his account of the meeting of seven conspirators
-when Booth threatened to shoot him unless he
fell in with the plan to abduct the President-is
dramatic material, which, incidentally, might well
have been used to advantage by a crusading Carrie
Nation.
The nearest Arnold came to action was on March
17, 1865. The President was to attend a theatrical
at a soldiers’ hospital on 7th Street. Several of
the conspirators, including Arnold, made their way
to the affair, professedly with the object of seizing
Lincoln. Lincoln was not there.
When the assassination occurred, Arnold was
working at his clerk’s profession in a store at Old
Point Comfort. There on April 17 he was arrested.
From here on Arnold’s story is testimony of remarkable treatment as a federal prisoner. Hands
and feet heavily ironed, his face often covered with
a hood that had the “same effect upon the head and
brain as if it had been encased in a poultice”, taken
from one loathsome prison cell to another, Arnold
lived in an agony of uncertainty during the trial.
Finally on July 24, 1865, along with Mudd, O'‘Laughlin and Spangler, he reached Fort Jefferson-“a
haven of rest, altho in a Government Bastille”.
There, “beneath the burning rays of a tropical
sun", the prisoners were allowed freedom of the
small island whereon was erected “a huge and
massive structure hexagon shaped, of brick and
mortar in an unfinished condition . . . On the outer
side of the fort there exists a wide and deep moat,
to prevent the surging of the sea from washing
against the main structure itself, intended at the
same time as a defense against assaulting columns.
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It is ocean girt on either side, strongly protected
by coral reefs and intricate channels of approach.
On our arrival the island was entirely destitute of
vegetable matter, with exception of some few bushes
of small growth, natural to the soil and about a
dozen Cocoa nut trees, which had been planted many
years back by the hand of man, beyond this there
was naught to gaze upon inside but the white, glittering coral sand which had a very injurious effect
upon the eyes, in many cases causing men to become
totally blind after dark, a disease known there of
frequent occurrance [sic] and termed Moon Blind.
There were upward of six hundred Federal prisoners confined there for various offences, against
military rules and laws, who were compelled to labor
daily from morn to night upon limited and loathsome subsistence.
“Without exception,” Arnold continued, “it was
the most horrible place, the eye of man ever rested
upon . . . Subsistence issued was horrible in the
extreme. Many were suffering dreadfully from
scurvy and chronic diarrohea. The bread was disgusting to look upon, being a mixture of flour, bugs,
sticks and dirt. Meat whose taint could be traced
by its smell from one part of the fort to the other,
in fact, rotten and to such an extent that dogs ran
from coming in contact with it. No vegetable diet,
issued of any description and the coffee which
should have been good, as good quality was issued,
was made into a slop by those who had charge of
the cook house . . .”
Upon their arrival at Tortugas, the commandant
had impressed them with the reminder that there
was a “dark and gloomy dungeon within the Fort
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. . . over whose Entrance* were inscribed these

classic words ‘Whoso Entereth here leaveth all
hopes behind.” A “dungeon” was soon “fitted out”
for Arnold and his companions.
The arrival of the 82 U. S. Colored Infantry was
the signal for an attempted escape on the part of
Dr. Mudd, who, said Arnold, “afterward informed
me, he was fearful his life would be sacrificed under
their rule.’’ When Mudd was recaptured, he and
his companions were shackled in a dungeon along
with Col. George St. Leger Grenfel, an English soldier of fortune who was convicted of conspiracy to
liberate Confederate prisoners of war.
Even
harsher treatment was in store, for the War Department’s “Chief Detective”, Gen. L. C. Baker,
soon got wind of what was said to be a conspiracy
to rescue the “State Prisoners” at Tortugas.
Arnold was removed from his comparatively easy
job as clerk in the office of the provost marshal and
for weeks, wrote he, “my person and the others
were dragged here and there from morn until night,
working in degrading chains, made in every instance
that presented itself, to perform the filthiest jobs
the Provost Marshal could hunt up.” Finally
Arnold was made a clerk in the adjutant’s office,
and there the clanking chains so annoyed the commanding officer that they were struck off.
The worst was yet to come. With the advent of
another garrison, “cruelty became the order of the
day”, and it affected both prisoner and enlisted man.
Hardly a day passed but what ten to fifteen of the
newer recruits could be seen paying the penalty for
their inexperience in Army ways, plodding about
*National Park Service files contain a photograph of this
celebrated door. There is a story that on one occasion the selfsame legend was imprinted over the mess hall door of the fort.
Incidentally, Fort Jefferson contains no dungeons as such, though
several rooms can be said to partake of dungeon character.
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from morning until night with heavy cannon balls
upon their shoulders.
Early in 1866 the quarters of the alleged conspirators were again changed. The ‘‘malarious
dungeon", always damp, had finally become flooded, so they were removed to a second tier casemate
above the fort entrance, overlooking the guardhouse. Here the unfortunates hoped to enjoy the
benefits of the cooling sea breezes that swept
through the fort, but again they were disappointed.
Their quarters were boarded up. They could see
nothing but the parade of the fort and a glimpse
of the sky above. Evidently, Arnold bitterly recorded, the military “determined . . . that we should
become learned in Astronomy . . .” The new quarters leaked so badly that the occupants had to dig
deep holes and gutters to drain the water and prevent the flooding of their abode. The walls were
“a mass of slime”. Arnold said they had “as companions in our misery every insect known to abound
on the island, in the shape of mosquitoes, bed-bugs,
roaches and scorpions . . . But at least the irons
were soon removed for good.
From the vantage of his quarters, Arnold had
opportunity to watch treatment of garrison soldier
and prisoner alike. Certain commandants and their
attending officers he branded as barbarians, “reveling in intoxicating beverages and frequently to such
an extent; that they dwelt on earth as in a dream
. . . The prisoners and soldiers received the full
benefit of their wandering minds. The emaciated
prisoner could be seen performing his daily labor
weighed down in chains with heavy balls attached.
Another for some supposed dereliction of duty,
could be seen marching around a ring, under the
torrid heat of the sun weighed down by monster cannon balls upon his shoulder. I have seen them fall
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within their tracks, unable to perform the inhuman
duty exacted, from sheer exhaustion, thence thrust
within the dungeon to remain until strength was
sufficiently restored to resume their barbourous task
. . . . There was a soldier by name of Wheeler, Company ‘M’ 5th Arty. who was required to carry a
ball for a month both day and night, 2 hours on and
2 hours off, because he altered his pantaloons furnished by the Government, instead of giving them
to the tailor to have it done he preferring to do it
himself to save the cost of same, he being a poor
man and having a family depending upon him.
During the first year and a half, the Dry Tortugas
was anything but a paradise. There did not pass a
day but men could be seen tied up by their thumbs,
between the sky and the earth until the joints of
their thumbs were nearly pulled from their sockets,
some bound in cords and carried to the Gulf Stream
and nearly drowned others tied up in the guard
house and lashed upon their naked flesh. Many of
these cruelties were inflicted because they followed
the example set by some of the Officers in charge of
them, and dared like them to become intoxicated.”
Page after page is devoted to graphic description
of the cruelties practiced at Tortugas. Arnold indicts man after man, officer, doctor and noncommissioned officer. To them he assigned the responsibility for “Every kind of cruelty the mind could
conceive", and with but few exceptions, condemned
them all. Most of the enlisted men, he said, were
sympathetic toward the prisoners. But not all. One
of the soldiers made himself so obnoxious to a
prisoner named James Orr, that Orr attacked him
with a pen-knife. As a result of the incident, the
commandant promulgated Special Order No. 78: “if
a prisoner refuses to obey orders, the sentinel must
shoot him and then use his bayonet, at the same
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time calling for the guard.” It meant that the life
of every prisoner was held within the hands of the
guard, and it actually brought death for one of the
prisoners-a fellow described by Arnold as a
“harmless man”, but at the time drunk enough to
be boisterous and too drunk to obey orders.
Then came the yellow fever epidemic of 1867.
One of the first men to die was Dr. Joseph Smith,
the post surgeon. Smith was one of the few officers
for whom Arnold had words of praise. Into the
gap left by the surgeon’s death, stepped Dr. Mudd,
the prisoner. One of his first acts was to abolish
a hospital on distant Sand Key: “Sick patients,”
wrote Arnold, “seated in a small boat were conveyed over [to Sand Key], confronted by coffins
which were piled up in the bow of the boat. This
of itself, was sufficient to cause alarm and even to
kill the faint hearted . . . With but few exceptions
those who were conveyed to Sand Key in the small
boat fell victims to the disease and are entombed
beneath its sandy soil.”
For a while after discontinuance of the Sand Key
hospital, things progressed favorably, with no more
deaths. But soon after the arrival of Dr. D. W.
Whitehurst from Key West, the epidemic became
more virulent.
Arnold’s account gives additional clarity to the
already known facts about that awful summer at
Tortugas. “No sooner had the breath left the body,
but that it was coffined and hurried over to its last
resting place, there being a boat, with a crew detailed as the burrying party, always awaiting in
attendance. In many instances coffins were brought
into the hospital, and placed along side of the bed
to receive the body of some one expected to die, and
had to be removed again, the patient still tenaciously
clinging to life. . . . The island which before was
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more like a place peopled by fiends, than anything
else it could be compared with, suddenly became
calm quiet and peaceful. Fear stood out in bold
releif [sic] upon the face of Every human soul.
Some attempted to assume the tone of gayiety and
indifference . . . We felt from the first, we had been
transported to the Dry Tortugas, to fall victims to
the many deadly poisons of maleria generating in
that climate. Happily we lived through it all and I
am permitted to give to the world at large some
inkling of the many wrongs, tortures and sufferings
inflicted upon us . . .”
The epidemic lasted from August to November.
When it was over, the "State Prisoners” found
themselves with more freedom than they had ever
had theretofore. But not for long. Back to the
island as commandant came Maj. C. C. McConnell.
Between McConnell and Grenfel, the English prisoner, there was extremely bitter feeling. The commandant and his provost marshal, according to
Arnold, “studied out the most cruel measures to
adopt, in persecuting prisoners and what the one
could not devise, the other would.” Grenfel decided that they were determined to kill him “inch
by inch”, so on the night of March 6, 1868, together
with some other prisoners and an enlisted man, he
stole a small boat and sailed out into the stormy
night. The escape was completely successful-but
Arnold does not divulge whether Grenfel and his
fellows ever reached land.
On March 1, 1869, President Johnson signed Arnold’s pardon : “it is apparent that the said Arnold
rendered no active assistance whatever to the said
Booth and his confederates in the actual execution
of said abominable crime; And whereas the pardon
of said Arnold is strongly recommended by the City
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Council and more than two hundred other citizens
of Baltimore and vicinity;
“Now, therefore be it known, that I, Andrew
Johnson . . . do hereby grant to the said, Samuel B.
Arnold, a full and unconditional pardon. . . .”
“I was at last,” wrote Sam Arnold, “a free man.”
He left Fort Jefferson on March 29 to meet his
father in Key West.
Arnold’s manuscripts are published with a minimum of editing. “The first printing of this Document Humaine,” writes editor Heartman, “should
not be defiled by footnotes, etc. Only a barbarian
would do so.”
The Arnold accounts can probably be called reasonably reliable. Most of the narrative, Arnold
indicated, was compiled from his diary. Furthermore, there are numerous corroborations in other
unimpeachable sources. It seems almost unnecessarily obvious, however, to point out that many
of the events Arnold recorded were seen through
the naturally jaundiced eye of a prisoner-a man
inclined to believe that the entire world was against
him, and who perhaps saw intended injury in every
move by his jailers. And after a lapse of so many
years between the imprisonment at Fort Jefferson
and the writing of this last version of his experiences, it is likely that certain of his earlier “opinions’’ crystallized into dogma.
Setting aside those portions of the book which do
not relate directly to Florida history, we are confronted with one major question. Is the narrative
an accurate portrayal of post-war life at the Florida
prison? Arnold has painted a picture of a veritable
Devil’s Island. Yet he hints that his clerical abilities
made him somewhat of a favorite among the officers
at the fort, and did, in fact, relieve him from chains
when others of his companions remained shackled.
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Too, in numerous instances he mentions certain normal conditions and quite human activities. But
they are mentioned so casually as to go unperceived
by the average reader.
It is difficult to accept the premise that officers
at Fort Jefferson spent many of their waking hours
devising schemes for tormenting the island inhabitants. Arnold has made many of the military overseers into Machiavellian characters comparable to
the sergeant who dogged Mudd’s footsteps in the
motion picture The Prisoner of Shark Island. And
the sergeant is a character from Victor Hugo, as
fictitious as the “man-eating” sharks which supposedly infested the moat around the fort. All in
all, it seems reasonable to conclude that while the
accuracy of most incidents in Arnold’s narrative
can be accepted, as a whole this picture of Tortugas
life and customs is distorted. A comparison with
other sources such as the letters of Dr. Mudd, the
contemporary articles by Dr. J. B. Holder and
others will prove the point. *
Nevertheless, Arnold tells a story to which people
will listen, even if they shudder at the gruesome details. And because such stories are so seldom recorded in sufficient detail to lend them authenticity,
editor Heartman’s publication becomes the more
valuable.
As an atrocity story, the narrative compares favorably with many current books. The bitterness,
the sarcasm and the irony are there. Written in
less verbose style, and with less repetition, Sam
Arnold might have had a best seller.

* N. Mudd (ed.), The life of Dr. Samuel A. Mudd (N. Y.,
1906) ; J. B. Holder, “The Dry Tortugas”, Harper’s Magazine
(July 1868) ; “Thirty Months at the Dry Tortugas”, The Galaxy
Miscellany [Magazine] (Feb. 1869).
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FLORIDA MATERIAL IN THE W. L.
CLEMENTS LIBRARY
There has been published a Guide to the Manuscript Collections in the William L. Clements
Library, compiled by Howard H. Peckham, curator
of manuscripts. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1942) 403 p. $5.
The most important source of historical material
relating to British East and West Florida is, of
course, the Public Record Office in London. Most
of the Florida documents there have been copied
for the Library of Congress where they are available. Next in importance are the documents in the
William L. Clements library of the University of
Michigan, which contains the papers of General Sir
Henry Clinton (15,000 pieces), General Thomas
Gage (12,000), the Earl of Shelburne (11,000), Lord
George Germain (2,000), William Knox, under secretary of state for America (650), Sir Jeffery Amherst (700), and Viscount Sydney, colonial secretary, (1,100) ; all of which contain Florida material.
In research for his work on British East Florida,
now in press, Dr. Charles L. Mowat made a study
of all of these collections; and in an article written
for this Quarterly (XVIII 46-60 : July 1939) he
gave us a brief description of their contents. The
present volume contains none of that detail, but its
value to the student of Florida’s history is that it
contains a list of the names of the writers or signers
of all of the documents.
There are letters and other documents of course
relating to West Florida also, with which Dr. Mowat
had no especial concern. These are mostly in the
same collections, but there are one or two others.
For example there are 461 papers of General
Freiherr von Jungkenn, to whom all the comman103
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ders of the Hessians and other German troops in
the British army in America reported. A regiment
of these (Waldecks) was at Pensacola during its
seige and capture by Bernardo de Galvez in 1781.
There is a small amount of Florida material other
than in these collections. For example, among the
papers of Dr. John W. Monette, author of the wellknown History of the Discovery and Settlement of
the Mississippi Valley (which itself contains some
Florida material) there is the draft of an essay on
The Indians of Florida 300 Years Ago. But such
odd pieces would be difficult to locate unless the
name of the writer were known.
Of almost as great interest as the documents, are
the manuscript maps in the same collections, especially those in the Clinton papers. Their high
historical value is recognized when it is recalled
that the Gage, the Clinton, and the Amherst papers
are the files of the commanders-in-chief of the British armies in America, The Clinton maps are listed
and described in Randolph G. Adams, British Headquarters Maps and Sketches (Ann Arbor 1928).

THE ST. JOHNS
A new volume in the “Rivers of America” series
is The St. Johns, A Parade of Diversities, by Branch
Cabell and A. J. Hanna.
Portions of the narrative are new, authentic, and
interesting ; and Floridians who feel that the river
is ‘an inseparable part of our past, and those with
any affection for it, might well wish there were more
of that’ and less of smart, irrelevant and inconsequential writing, and imaginary and garbled history.
Such, often, is the result of collaboration ; but in
this case there might be a remedy.
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The Louisiana Historical Quarterly includes in
its issue of January last “Governor Peter Chester’s
Observations on the Boundaries of British West
Florida” (c. 1775, 7 p.) This is printed from a
photostat copy in the Library of Congress of a report by Governor Chester to Lord Dartmouth.
In the following issue (April, 1943) is printed
from the same source (Library of Congress Manuscript Division, Florida Papers, Miscellaneous 15351821) the important “Journal” of Robert Farmar
(15 p.) relating to the seige and capture of Pensacola by Bernardo de Galvez in 1781.
It will be recalled that a translation of Galvea’s
own “Diary” of these operations was published in
the first issue of the same periodical (v. I, no. 1,
1917).
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